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AN IMPORTANT UNNOTICED ARGUMENT IN JOHN, 

CHAPTER 17. 



By Professor George H. Gilbert, D.D., 
Chicago Theological Seminary, Chicago, 111. 



The allusions to preexistence in the fourth gospel constitute, 
as is well known, a very difficult problem. It is the purpose of 
this article to throw light on this problem by the presentation of 
an argument from the seventeenth chapter of John, which, so far 
as I know, has not been noticed. Some scholars have spoken of 
the glory for which Jesus prays as a reward, but I have not met 
with that argument for this view which an analysis of the seven- 
teenth chapter seems to furnish. 

Jesus said in his farewell prayer: "Now, O Father, glorify 
thou me with thine own self with the glory which I had with thee 
before the world was" (John 17: 5). This glory seems to be 
regarded as a reward for the work which Jesus had now accom- 
plished. He says in the preceding verse that he has glorified 
God on the earth, having accomplished the work which had been 
given him to do, and now he prays that the Father will glorify 
him. This order of thought suggests that he looked at the 
anticipated glory as his proper reward. But I wish to call 
attention particularly to the character of his glory, which seems 
to establish the view that it is, indeed, the reward for the Mes- 
sianic work. 

We have the following data for the determination of this 
point : Jesus speaks of a glory which he has already received 
(17: 10, 22), and also of a glory which he hopes to receive in 
the future (17:1, 5, 24). Again, with regard to the Father, 
Jesus speaks of having already glorified him (17:4), and also of 
glorifying him in the future (17:1). Moreover, the glorification 
of the Father, past and future, is dependent on the glorification 
of the Son (17:1,4); and in some cases the nature of the glory 
and the glorifying is indicated by Jesus. 
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Now, in all these passages the glory is apparently one in kind, 
though not necessarily in degree. There is no suggestion that 
the words glory and glorify have a peculiar content when Jesus is 
speaking of the future. Moreover, there appears to be no need 
of making such an assumption in order to a clear and harmoni- 
ous interpretation of the chapter. 

But the meaning of the terms when used of the past is put 
beyond question by the language of Jesus himself: the glory of 
which he speaks is the glory of redemption. When Jesus says 
that he has already glorified the Father on the earth (17:4), it 
is clear that he has glorified him by accomplishing his work, that 
is, the Messianic work. He has manifested the Father's name to 
his disciples (17 : 6), or has given them the Father's word (17: 
14). In like manner the past glorification of Jesus, as well as 
that of the Father, is plainly defined. Jesus says that he is 
already glorified in his disciples (17:10), and he indicates in 
what this glorification consists. He is glorified in them because 
they have recognized him as the Messiah, and have given their 
allegiance to him (17:8). This glory which Jesus has received 
from his disciples may be said to have been given to him by the 
Father ( 17 : 22) , because the Father gave to Jesus that revelation 
through which Jesus had brought men to accept him as the Mes- 
siah sent from God. 

Now, from that which is clearly defined we proceed, and pro- 
ceed safely, to that which is less clearly defined. The glory 
which Jesus has already received is, as the chapter plainly shows, 
the glory of having been recognized as the Messiah by his dis- 
ciples. It is the glory of having established the Messianic king- 
dom. Therefore, in the absence of any evidence to the contrary, we 
must say that the glory for which he prays (17:5) and which he 
anticipates receiving (17 : 24) is of the same sort, that is to say, 
it is the glory of doing Messianic work and of being recognized 
as the Messiah. It may differ vastly in degree from that glory 
which he has already received, but not in kind. One glory is 
the glory of beginning the kingdom, the other is the glory of com- 
pleting the kingdom. 

This argument is strengthened by another consideration. 
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The fact that the future glorification of the Father in this chap- 
ter is of the same sort as his past glorification, which has been 
shown to be the case, makes it natural to hold that the future 
glorification of the Son is thought of as being of the same sort 
as his past glorification. Not only so, but the future glorifica- 
tion of the Father is said to depend upon the future glorification 
of the Son (17: 1). Now, since this future glorification of the 
Father depends upon the future glorification of the Son, and 
since the past glorification of the Father depended upon the 
Messianic work of Jesus, we are fully justified in the position 
that the future glorification of the Son, which is to promote the 
glory of the Father, will consist in the continuation and comple- 
tion of his Messianic work. It is for this, then, that Jesus prays. 

The argument is strengthened still further by words which 
Jesus spoke earlier in the last week. He then referred to the hour 
of his crucifixion as the hour of his glorification (John 12 : 23), 
and also as the hour when the name of his Father would be 
glorified (John 12:28). Now, the hour of the crucifixion of 
Jesus was the hour of his glorification because by the event of 
this hour Jesus was most manifestly revealed as the Messiah. 
He regarded his crucifixion as the supreme act of self-revelation 
(John 8 : 28) . For this reason he could say that his lifting up 
was to be the great motive to draw men unto him (John 12 : 32). 
Thus Jesus, on this occasion, thought of the culminating act of 
his Messianic work upon earth as a future glorification, and he 
prayed to the Father in regard to this glory (John 12:28). 
Therefore, when a few days later we hear him praying again for 
a future glorification of himself, which future glorification is not 
directly described, we are compelled to believe that his thought 
is upon the consummation of his Messianic work. 

We must hold, then, that the glory for which Jesus prays in 
the seventeenth chapter of John is of the same sort as that glory 
which he had already received. It is the glory of being recog- 
nized and loved as the Messiah. He prays for the divine con- 
summation of the great work which he has begun. Thus the 
character of the glory in question is a proof that the glory is 
regarded as a reward. 
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The inference from this in regard to the preexistence of the 
Messiah is obvious. Rewards are bestowed after the work is 
done, and only then can be appreciated as rewards. Jesus pos- 
sessed this glory before the foundation of the world in the sense 
that it was divinely purposed for him. He knew that the glori- 
ous outcome of his Messianic work had been fixed, and that the 
reward was kept in store for him. 

Thus in the very shadow of the cross, when to human view 
the work of Jesus seemed to be a complete and shameful failure, 
he calmly and confidently asks for the glory which he had with 
the Father before the world was. This is surely the utterance 
of one who was conscious of being the Messiah sent from God, 
but the preexistence which is involved is ideal. 
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